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ABSRACT
The term courageous followership was introduced over fifteen years ago by author Ira Chaleff
in his book The Courageous Follower: Standing up to and for our leaders (2009). While the
concept of courageous followership is relatively new in leadership theory models, the idea has
shifted from the all-powerful leader and submissive follower model to a more dynamic model
that supports and balances leadership today (Chaleff, 2009). Whether an institution has a
more hierarchical or a shared leadership model, some power exists in the leaders and some
in the followers (Chaleff, 2009). To this end, a professional relationship between an assistant
and leader exists in every work environment throughout the globe. Recently, a unique and
positive change has been happening in the higher education environment between
presidential assistants (PAs) and the leaders that they serve. In this quantitative study, the
researcher examined the professional relationship between PAs and their presidents or
chancellors. The results from an anonymous Google survey demonstrated how these
professional relationships promote change and growth at higher education institutions. The
data also revealed that when PAs are allowed to exhibit courageous followership qualities, it
results in even more empowerment for the leaders they serve. This empowerment comes
through accepting responsibility for both the PA’s roles and their leader’s roles in regard to
power and how to use it but also being wary of it. In addition, a PA values their leaders and
their contributions to their respective higher education institutions (Chaleff, 2009). The
outcome is a positive shift in the environment of their respective higher education institutions.
This new environment promotes creative learning and work that is more inclusive, productive,
supportive, and yields a more resilient institution.

PRIMARY RESEARCH QUESTIONS
• Is there a professional relationship between followership practices
of presidential assistants in higher education institutions, their
respective leaders, and does this relationship promote and yield
change and growth at the individual higher education institutions?
• When examining the past roles of presidential assistants in higher
education, how did the old hierarchical culture and order of the
higher education model (Chancellor, President, Provost, and
Dean) inhibit followership and servant leadership qualities?
• From a select number of higher education institutions represented
at the 2021 NAPAHE Virtual Conference, how many presidential
assistants self-identify as followers and identify their
presidents/chancellors as servant leaders?
• How many represented higher education institutions saw change
and growth over the past ten years in regard to new and innovative
modalities of learning, changes in campus culture either by
hierarchical organizational restructuring or via campus strategic
planning with a student-centric focus, or increase in enrollments
during times of difficult student retention and recruitment, and what
made those changes occur?

PURPOSE OF STUDY
The primary purpose of this quantitative study is to examine the
professional relationship between PAs who exhibit courageous
followership qualities, the leaders they serve, and whether this
professional relationship promotes change and growth at their
respective higher education institutions.
Chaleff’s (2009) five qualities of courageous followership were
examined in regards to PAs:
•the courage to assume responsibility
•the courage to serve
•the courage to challenge
•the courage to participate in transformation
•the courage to take moral action
METHODS
In this quantitative study, 174 PAs were sent an email invitation to participate in an anonymous Google survey.
The 174 PAs were chosen from an attendance list for the 2021 National Association of Presidential Assistants
in Higher Education (NAPAHE) Conference. Only those assistants who report to presidents or chancellors
were the target audience. The PAs who responded back were then sent the survey. The survey results were
received and entered into a Google spreadsheet which offered data sorting and analysis. Of the 174 requests
sent, 34 agreed to participate in the survey.
The resulting data was then sorted into two major sections for further analysis:
• Categorical descriptive questions and answers
• Likert scale information
The data was analyzed to determine how many PAs self-identify as courageous followers, whether the PA
identifies their president or chancellor as a servant leader and what kind of qualities they exhibit, and finally, if
their higher education institution produced growth and change over the last ten years. Further analysis looked
at whether the professional relationship between the PA and their leader was a catalyst for any of the potential
changes and growth on their respective campus.

Figure 11 (left) Lisa Smith (at podium), Chair of the 2022 NAPAHE Conference in San
Diego: Opening Plenary with (L-R) Chief of Staff Don-Terry Veal, Morgan State
University, President Kate Foster, The College of New Jersey, President James
Lentini, Molloy College, Chancellor Joe Garcia, Colorado Community College
System

DISCUSSION
This quantitative study on courageous followership, servant
leadership, and changes in higher education has opened up
a new area in research and leadership theories. What was
seen in the research in regards to followership has been
through the lens of the business sector solely. Little to
almost no research has looked at followership and servant
leadership as it applies to presidential assistants in higher
education or the professional relationship that exists
between a PA and their respective leader. This study has
enlightened a population of the higher education world to the
very concept of followership and validated the unique
position PAs all hold at their respective higher education
institutions. In addition, it has given them new insight and
perspective to the role of their president or chancellor.
Whether this professional relationship yields a culture of
change and innovation at their respective higher education
institutions is not entirely conclusive. It has been discovered
that PAs who are empowered to interact and be a direct
members of a president’s cabinet or senior team can
influence decisions and directions of the campus culture.
When a PA is treated as more of a peer to the senior
leadership team, invaluable insight and resources are the
direct results. Moreover, this study shows that when
presidents and chancellors exhibit servant leadership
qualities, the campus's entire atmosphere is affected by
positive change.

RESULTS
This quantitative study determined that PAs self-identify as
courageous followers, their leaders can be described as servant
leaders, and there exists a professional relationship between the
two roles. Further examination of this symbiotic professional
relationship yielded potential promotion of growth and change at
their respective higher education institutions. Figures 1-6 below
show the results about PAs and followership from the Likert
questions on the anonymous Google survey form. Figures 7-10
show the results of whether the PA’s leader exhibit qualities of
servant leadership.
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